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ABSTRACT

With the development and proliferation of new digital technologies, multimodal presentation has increasingly

become a common practice in museum exhibitions. However, museum translation has yet to fully adapt to the trend of

escalating complexity of texts and modality. The issue of disruptions in the coordination and interaction between verbal

and visual modes in museum translation has not received sufficient attention either in practice or in studies. Against

this backdrop, the present study seeks to investigate the verbal-visual interactions and their impact on translation in

multimodal museum contexts by drawing on the analysis model for modal relations proposed by Zhang Delu in his

Synthetic Framework for Multimodal Discourse Analysis. The case study was carried out at the ‘City Landmark, City

Story’ exhibition hall, the Guangzhou Museum in China. The findings reveal that the verbal-visual interaction patterns

may be preserved or newly created, or weakened in enhancing effect due to translation. In other words, translation

strategies have the potential to reshape verbal-visual relations. The significant implication for multimodal translation

studies lies in its fresh perspective of using MDA as an analytical tool and linking inter-modal interactions to translation

problems. Practically, it advocates an awareness of verbal-visual interdependence and a set of flexible, multimodal and

*CORRESPONDINGAUTHOR:

Yan Dong, Center for Research in Language and Linguistics, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia,

Bangi 43600, Malaysia; School of Foreign Languages, Guangdong AIB Polytechnic College, Guangzhou 510507, China;

Email: P118006@siswa.ukm.edu.my

ARTICLE INFO

Received: 25 April 2025 | Revised: 16 May 2025 | Accepted: 30 May 2025 | Published Online: 25 August 2025

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/fls.v7i8.9700

CITATION

Dong, Y., Zainudin, I.S., Bakar, K.A., 2025. Verbal-Visual Interactions and Translation Practice in Multimodal Museum Space: A Case Study of City

Landmark City Story Exhibition at Guangzhou. Forum for Linguistic Studies. 7(8): 1135–1150. DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/fls.v7i8.9700

COPYRIGHT

Copyright © 2025 by the author(s). Published by Bilingual Publishing Group. This is an open access article under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).

1135

https://orcid.org/0009-0008-2266-5974
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3673-5178
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2787-5144


Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 08 | August 2025

context-sensitive translation strategies in museum translation. It also offers valuable guidance for policy-making and

service enhancements within museums.

Keywords: Museum Translation; Multimodal Discourse Analysis; Verbal-Visual Interactions; Multimodal Museum Space;

Translation Strategies

1. Introduction

Museums have traditionally been conceived as repos-

itories of knowledge and the key sites for the preservation

and transmission of human civilization. Chinese museums

have achieved unprecedented development, and China has

attached greater importance to the role of museums as the

venues or channels for cultural dissemination, by advocating

the national strategy of ‘Chinese culture going global’ and

the concept of ‘Telling Chinese stories well’ [1]. Most muse-

ums in China provide bilingual or multilingual translations

simply to attract more international visitors [2]. Translation,

therefore, plays a critical role in making museums more in-

clusive, diverse, and accessible to overseas tourists and thus

deserves an in-depth study.

Notably, a multimodal approach incorporating various

sensory channels, verbal, visual, auditory, spatial, etc., to

make visiting more engaging, interactive and immersive has

increasingly been a common practice in museums world-

wide [3,4]. As such, the issue of museum translation goes

beyond mere inter-lingual transformation. Instead, it means

a complex process involvingmultimodal presentations where

verbal texts are complemented by visual and spatial elements,

thus enhancing comprehension and engagement for interna-

tional visitors with cultural exhibits [5,6].

However, museum translation practices have yet to

fully adapt to the trend of escalating complexity of texts and

modality. Challenging translation issues in Chinese muse-

ums arise from the growing prominence of multimodalities,

particularly in areas such as misalignment between trans-

lated texts and media, the omission or oversimplification of

culture-loaded terms, and the oversight of the verbal-visual

collaboration. In other words, the verbal-visual interactions

and their impact on translation have not received sufficient

attention. This problem is further compounded by linguistic

and cultural disparities between Chinese and English [7,8].

However, the literature review shows that this issue re-

mains largely unresolved. First and foremost, the majority of

previous studies on museum translation focus on monomodal

perspectives, essentially micro-linguistically oriented, with

written texts in museums as source text data and equivalence

as goal of translation [9,10]. Comparatively, multimodal per-

spectives in museum translation have yet to receive enough

scholarly attention so far [11].

Fortunately, the significant progress in multimodal dis-

course and visual analysis and the rising attention to multi-

modality in Translation Studies in recent years have inspired

some museum translation researchers [11–14]. Limited in num-

ber, though, they touch upon such topics as the multimodal

features of museum translation [15,16], museum communica-

tion as a multi-semiotic event [17–20], and the deployment

of digital technology in the multimodal presentation of mu-

seums [21,22]. However, museum translation studies linking

inter-modal interactions with translation in multimodal mu-

seum settings remain significantly lacking up to now.

In response to the challenges in practice and to fill

the gaps in research, this study seeks to address the issue

of verbal-visual interactions and their impact on museum

translation and aims to answer the following research ques-

tions:

(1) How do verbal texts interact with visual elements be-

fore and after translation in multimodal bilingual mu-

seums in China?

(2) What shifts occur in the verbal-visual interaction pat-

terns due to translation and how does translation re-

shape these interaction patterns?

(3) What may cause the changes in verbal-visual interrela-

tions after translation?

To answer these questions, this study, theoretically

grounded in Zhang Delu’s analysis model for modal rela-

tions [23,24], adopts a qualitative research design based on a

case study, with the ‘City Landmark City Story’ exhibition

at Guangzhou Museum serving as the selected case.
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2. Theoretical Framework: Analysis

Model forModal Relations inMDA

&Multimodal Translation Studies

in Museums

To answer the research questions, this study draws on

the analysis model for modal relations proposed by Zhang

Delu in his Synthetic Framework for Multimodal Discourse

Analysis to investigate the verbal-visual interaction patterns

in the source and target languages and then bridges inter-

modal interactions and translation by incorporating insights

gained from multimodal translation studies so as to find out

how translation reshapes inter-modal relations [23,24].

2.1. TheAnalysis Model forModal Relations in

the Synthetic Framework for Multimodal

Discourse Analysis

Multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) has emerged

as a key field, acknowledging that meaning-making in-

volves more than just language, but also multiple semiotic

resources [12,25]. The Synthetic Framework for Multimodal

DiscourseAnalysis proposed by Zhang Delu was first formu-

lated in 2009 and improved in 2018. Grounded in Systemic

Functional Linguistics (SFL) and inspired by Martin (1992)

and Lim (2004) [26,27], Zhang’s framework for MDA, the op-

timized one, comprises five analytical layers: the context

of culture, semantic meaning, lexis and grammar, media,

and substance. One of its emphases is interactions between

interpretation modes [24].

In his framework, the relations between different

modes can be generally divided into intersemioticity and

re-semiotization [24]. Intersemioticity involves interactions

between different modes, while re-semiotization refers to us-

ing new semiotic systems for meaning-making in multimodal

texts. Early models in MDA, as mentioned before, focus

either on the visual analysis or text-image relations whereas

Zhang (2009) expands on them by introducing a more intri-

cate approach applicable to the analysis of relations between

various modes [23]. He categorizes them generally into two

types: complementary and non-complementary, with their

specific sub-categories, as illustrated in Figure 1 [23].

Figure 1. The Analysis Model for Modal Relations in DA [23].
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Complementary relations can be further assorted into

enhancing and non-enhancing ones. As the name suggests,

enhancing relations refers to the scenario when one mode

is dominant while the other enhances the representation of

the dominant mode. During a speech, for example, language

may be the dominant mode while gestures enhance the verbal

mode. Enhancing relations can again be classified into high-

lighting, priority-setting, and expansion. For instance, in a

specific example of wall panel, the modal relation between

group texts and indirect visual elements such as the color,

paintings, lighting, etc., can be complementary-enhancing-

priority setting because in this scenario, the physical texts

play a dominant role by providing detailed information while

the indirect visual elements just enhance the communica-

tion as a mood creator. Non-enhancing relations, apparently,

mean that two modes are both indispensable and complement

each other, with a particular example of the co-occurrence

of auditory and visual channels. Similarly, three subdivi-

sions are included, namely coordination, combination, and

crossing [23].

Non-complementary relations refer to the situation

where mode B does not complement or make contributions

to mode A in meaning-making but they occur concurrently

anyway. Such relations include overlapping, inclusion, and

contextual interaction. Overlapping happens when various

modes occur simultaneously but do not complement each

other. It can be further divided into redundancy, reduction,

and contradiction. Such overlapping is often passive and

irresistible. Inclusion signifies that mode B does not add a

new dimension to the overall picture, but rather provides

more detailed information to modeA. Contextual interaction

is seen as the relation between passive and active modes.

In other words, context, the passive mode, can be either

independent from or involved in representation or commu-

nication [23].

Grounded in SFL, this model transcends previous mod-

els concentrating on image-text relations, covering a wider

range of modes. As such, it is a more intricate and inclusive

analysis model for interactions between modes, particularly

well-suited for the investigation of interaction patterns be-

tween verbal texts and visual elements in multimodal mu-

seum spaces.

2.2. Bridging Multimodal Discourse Analysis

and Translation Studies in Museum Con-

texts

Translation, though inherently multimodal as any other

form of communication, has traditionally been viewed as

a primarily verbal activity [11]. While multimodality has in-

creasingly been taken as an analytical framework and gained

fruitful achievements in areas like discourse analysis and vi-

sual analysis, multimodal analysis in translation studies has

only started to attract the attention of scholars of translation

studies in the recent two decades. Existing literature shows

that translation studies have engaged with multimodality

in two major ways. One is the conceptualization and con-

struction of methodological framework with insights from

MDA for translation studies. The other is the application of

multimodal approaches, particularly theoretical and method-

ological frameworks in MDA, to the study of multimodal

translated texts [14].

The conceptualization of multimodal translation has

experienced an evolving process from Jakobson’s (1959)

intersemiotic translation focusing on an interpretation of ver-

bal signs by means of nonverbal signs, to Toury’s (1986)

intersemiotic translation to include both translation between

non-verbal systems and that between verbal and non-verbal

sign systems, and further to Kaindl’s (2013) more compre-

hensive typology: intramodal & intermodal; intramedial and

intermedial; intracultural & transcultural, as stated in Pan et

al. (2023) [11]. Boria et al. (2020) is one of the first book-

length studies of translation and multimodality, or the use of

multiple channels of communication in a text. With contribu-

tions from world-leading scholars from different disciplines,

it reconceptualizes translation as a multimodal semiotic act

beyond verbal transfer and underscores the need for new

terminology and methods to address meaning-making across

modes [28]. These conceptual refinements mark a significant

expansion in translation studies, recognizing the integral

role of multiple modes in communicative meaning-making

and offering a broader theoretical foundation for multimodal

translation research in museum contexts.

Paralleling the conceptualization of multimodality in

translation studies, the application of multimodal approaches

to the analysis of intersemiotic translated texts is also ex-
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Leeuwen (1996) and image-text relation by Martinec and

Salway (2005) [12,13], both based on Halliday’s SFL, and

made some achievements especially prominent in audiovi-

sual translation, advertising translation, game translations,

webpage translation and picturebook translation [14].

Multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) provides a valu-

able analytical framework for understanding how different

modes function interdependently in meaning-making. Origi-

nating from social semiotics and systemic functional linguis-

tics, one of the focuses of MDA is the complex interaction

between the modes [29], i.e., how semiotic resources—such

as language, image, sound, and space—work together in

communicative events [30]. This study is inspired by this

approach, utilizing MDA as an analytical tool to examine

translation issues in multimodal museum spaces. And it is

justified by the multi-semiotic and multimodal features of

museum environment where meaning is constructed through

verbal descriptions, visual representations, spatial arrange-

ments, and interactive digital elements. The museum con-

text exemplifies multimodal ensembles [30], where different

modes function complementarily, hierarchically, or even in

tension. Compared with other models in MDA, such as

Martinec and Salway (2005)’s image-text relation [13], the

analysis model for modal relations by Zhang (2009) is more

intricate and inclusive and thus fits well with the investiga-

tion of verbal-visual interactions and their implications for

museum translation [23].

Museum represents a complex multisemiotic environ-

ment [17]. Recent advances in museum studies and museum

translation studies further enrich this multimodal approach.

Ravelli (2006) introduces a communication framework for

analyzing museum texts based on organizational, interac-

tional, and representational meanings. Her model highlights

how written language interacts with layout and design to con-

struct multimodal narratives [31]. Neather (2021) argues that

museum is more a translation zone than a contact zone, em-

phasizing translation’s central role in mediating intercultural

encounters within exhibition spaces [32]. This view shifts

translation from a peripheral function to a core component of

meaning-making in museums, which aligns with the aim of

this study: examining how translation reshapes inter-modal

relations in multimodal museum space. Taken together, these

perspectives contribute substantially to enriching and con-

solidating the theoretical framework adopted in this study.

3. Methodology

To address the research questions, this study adopts a

qualitative research design, with a case study of the ‘City

Landmark, City Story’ exhibition hall at the Guangzhou

Museum in China. Data collection is conducted through

multiple field trips to the museum, involving observation

and note-taking, photographing, recording, and scanning QR

codes. Data processing involves editing, categorizing, and

transcribing. Data analysis is carried out with reference to

the analysis model for modal relations in MDA.

3.1. Reasons for Case Selection

Since the present study aims to investigate translation

in multimodal museum space, focusing on verbal-visual in-

teractions and their impact on translation, the selection of

cases for the study should take into account such factors as

the multimodality and Chinese-English translation. Consid-

ering this, the ‘City Landmark, City Story’ exhibition hall at

the Guangzhou Museum is an ideal case to serve the research

aim as it is highly representative and typical with the wide

coverage of various modes in exhibition, the ample provi-

sion of high-quality English translations and the rich cultural

connotations.

The Guangzhou Museum, ranked as a national first-

class museum, is a comprehensive museum, located in

Guangzhou city, one of China’s four first-tier cities, and

one of the core cities of the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao

Greater Bay Area, which is the most economically and so-

cially advanced region in China [33]. Due to the developed

museum industry, advanced digital technologies are applied

extensively in the Guangzhou Museum, leading to a wider

and deeper coverage of various modalities. The ‘City Land-

mark, City Story’ exhibition is not an exception, in which

physical texts, audio guides, videos, animations, artifacts,

pictures, models, lighting, color and other spatial elements,

all work together to give a vivid and full display of the city’s

long history and splendid culture from the Neolithic Age

to 21st century. The abundance of culture-specific terms

presents a greater challenge for translation, making it a more

representative case for museum translation study. More-
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over, the emphasis on foreign language proficiency, well-

developed bilingual public services, and geographic prox-

imity to Hong Kong and Macao further highlight the city’s

international outlook, making Guangzhou Museum an ideal

case for museum translation study.

The selection of specific examples for data analysis

is determined by a comprehensive consideration of the re-

search questions, analytical framework, and Dean’s (1994)

classification of museum texts [34], while ensuring the rep-

resentativeness, typicality, and adequacy of samples. Ac-

cordingly, this study selects one exhibition panel and one

display case as specific cases for data analysis. Each of

these two multimodal ensembles encompasses a diverse and

adequately representative set of verbal and visual modes,

and their content aligns closely with Guangzhou’s historical

identity as a millennium-old commercial metropolis. The

selected cases are: (1) the main thematic panel of the exhi-

bition room, A World-renowned City; (2) the display case,

Religion Development from the Jin Periods to the Song and

Yuan Dynasties.

3.2. Data Collection & Processing

Data needed in this study have been collected through

two field trips to the Guangzhou Museum by the researcher,

in September 2024 and January 2025. Inside the museum,

data collection is concentrated on the distinctive permanent

exhibition area, the ‘City Landmark, City Story’. The data is

gathered via field observation and experience, photograph-

ing, recording, and scanning QR codes. All of the data col-

lection is conducted in publicly accessible areas with care

and adherence to museum rules and ethical standards. The

instruments utilized in the process of data collection include

smartphones, cameras, USB drives or similar data storage

devices, notebooks, and AR glasses rented in the museum,

etc.

Considering the research questions, data collection is

primarily focused on the verbal texts and the visual elements,

which are identified and photographed by the author. The

physical texts, i.e., written texts, are those texts on the wall

panels and object labels, including titles, subtitles, introduc-

tory texts, group texts and labels, referring to Dean’s (1994)

division of museum text types [34]. The visual elements in-

clude the objects, the models, and the graphs, among others.

Data from the audio guides, the videos or animations, leaflets,

brochures, and the official WeChat mini program of the mu-

seum are not included in the scope of collection but serve

as references for the author to understand the multimodal

components in the museum as a whole. It’s noteworthy that

all data concerning verbal texts to be collected includes both

Chinese and English, as available in the museum.

The collected data is prepared for analysis through sev-

eral steps. Field notes are compiled from observations, pho-

tographs, and recordings. Transcribing software (e.g., FIF)

and OCR tools are used to convert audio recordings and

images into text for analysis. The data preparation also in-

volves classifying and describing the existing modalities

in the Guangzhou Museum. This classification serves as a

foundational basis for the whole study. All data is processed

and analyzed in a scientific way and in accordance with mu-

seum rules and ethical standards, ensuring the reliability and

validity of the data for subsequent analysis.

3.3. Analytical Framework

To achieve the research aim, Zhang’s (2009) analy-

sis model for modal relations in his Synthetic Framework

for MDA is employed to form the analytical framework of

the study [23]. In Zhang’s model, the intermodal relation-

ships fall into two major types: complementary and non-

complementary, each with several hierarchical subcategories.

This analysis model is utilized to analyze the differences in

verbal-visual interaction patterns before and after translation

to find out how translation reshapes the inter-modal relations.

Overall, the case-based qualitative analysis with the guid-

ance of relevant theories is conducted to answer the research

questions and meet the research objectives.

The analysis of these examples follows a structured

process:

(1) Describing the selected wall panel or display case, in-

cluding the positioning, the theme, the verbal elements

and the visual elements.

(2) Examining the multimodal relationships between the

Chinese verbal texts (i.e., the ST) and visual elements

within each case.

(3) Comparing the Chinese and English texts (i.e., the

Source Texts & Target Texts) to analyze specific trans-

lation strategies employed.

(4) Investigating the multimodal relationships between the
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translated English texts (i.e., the Target Texts) and the

corresponding visual elements.

(5) Identifying shifts in verbal-visual relationships after

translation by comparing pre- and post-translation in-

teraction patterns

(6) Analyzing the underlying causes of the changes in

modal relations.

(7) Synthesizing findings and providing suggestions for

museum translation in multimodal contexts.

4. Verbal-Visual Interactions and

Translation: Case-Based Analysis

With the data well prepared, two specific cases, the

introductory wall panel: A World-renowned City, and the

display case: Religion development from the Jin periods to

the Song and Yuan dynasties, are analyzed within the afore-

mentioned framework to find out the changes in interaction

patterns between verbal and visual modes due to translation.

4.1. Case 1: The introductory Wall Panel: A

World-Renowned City

The wall panel titled “A World-renowned City” is lo-

cated at the entrance of the exhibition room on the 4th floor of

the ‘City Landmark City Story’ exhibition area in Guangzhou

Museum. This floor presents Guangzhou’s history during

the Ming and Qing Dynasties, centering on its role as a

prominent international trading hub. The panel serves as a

general introduction to the entire exhibition room, highlight-

ing Guangzhou’s significance in global trade and cultural

exchange. The panel texts in this case, both the Chinese

Source Texts (hereinafter ST) and the English Target Texts(

hereinafter TT), include the title texts and introductory texts

according to Dean’s typology [34], and are presented in full

in Supplementary Materials S1.

In terms of layout and design, the panel is dominated

by verbal texts, with both Chinese and English texts occu-

pying approximately 70% of the panel’s space. The main

heading “世界名城 ” (AWorld-renowned City) in Chinese,

which functions as the title in Dean’s (1994) typology [34], is

displayed in bold, raised characters, emphasizing the over-

arching theme. Below the heading, the introductory texts

in both Chinese and English provide a concise historical

overview of Guangzhou’s commercial and cultural promi-

nence. The visual elements are located at the upper, middle

and lower edges of the panel. The upper illustration fea-

tures the Thirteen Hong area (a key historical trading dis-

trict in Guangzhou) and the busy port scene, depicted in a

stair-shaped recess, which enhances its spatial prominence

within the panel. Positioned toward the right side between

the Chinese and English texts, a European-style clock further

reinforces Guangzhou’s historical role as a major hub for

international trade and cross-cultural exchange. The lower

illustration showcases a traditional cityscape with the Zhen-

hai Tower at the center, representing Guangzhou’s cultural

and architectural heritage. These verbal and visual compo-

nents work together to introduce visitors to the core theme

of the exhibition room while visually reinforcing the dual

identity of the city as both a commercial hub and a site of

rich historical heritage.

The panel serves as a comprehensive introduction to

this exhibition room, with the verbal mode taking prece-

dence in conveying the historical narrative. The title “A

World-renowned City” in Chinese is prominently displayed

in raised relief lettering, visually reinforcing the core theme

of this exhibition room and exemplifying priority-setting in

verbal level by directing visitors’ focus. The visual elements

function as supplementary enhancements to the texts. The

upper illustration of the Thirteen Hong area, corresponding

to the text’s reference to Guangzhou’s flourishing foreign

trade, is not a dominant focal point but rather a background

visual aid that reinforces the city’s historical role as a trading

hub. Its stair-shaped recess design adds visual depth and spa-

tial engagement, enhancing its aesthetic appeal. The lower

illustration of traditional Guangzhou architecture comple-

ments the text’s depiction of the city’s cultural and economic

development, further embedding historical context. Posi-

tioned between the Chinese and English texts, a small yet

distinctly European-style clock subtly reinforces the theme

of foreign trade and Sino-Western commercial interactions

without overshadowing other elements, thereby enriching the

multimodal interplay. According to Zhang’s (2009) analysis

model [23], the interrelation between the verbal and the visual

modes can be seen as complementary-enhancing-priority-

setting in the case when one mode is apparently the dominant

mode for conveying informationwhile the other is just an aux-

iliary mode. Inferred from that, the modal relation between

the Chinese text and visual elements in this panel follows a
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complementary-enhancing-priority-setting relationship.

Acomparison of the Chinese texts and the English texts

finds that the majority of the translated texts closely follow

the source text through literal translation, aligning with the

communicative function of museum texts, which is to present

cultural and historical knowledge objectively and comprehen-

sively. Only a few culturally specific terms, Ming dynasty

and Qing dynasty, were translated with additional explana-

tion, including their respective time frames in parentheses.

This adjustment considers the prior knowledge gap of interna-

tional visitors. International visitors may lack the contextual

background to fully interpret the references while Chinese

audiences are generally familiar with them. Despite these

minor modifications, the translated text remains the domi-

nant mode, with visual elements serving a supporting and

reinforcing role. The illustrations help guide international

visitors’ attention, providing visual cues to aid comprehen-

sion. These subtle textual refinements do not alter the overall

modal structure, ensuring that the inter-modal relationship

between the English text and visual elements remains the

same as the original one: complementary-enhancing-priority-

setting. That’s to say, in this case, the modal relations are

preserved after translation.

To summarize, in this case, the introductory wall panel,

the complementary-enhancing-priority-setting relationship

between verbal texts and visual elements remains stable after

translation due to the predominantly literal translation strat-

egy. Minor modifications, such as the addition of the time

frames of different dynasties, do not significantly alter the

original multimodal interaction pattern.

4.2. Case 2: The Display Case: Religion Devel-

opment from the Jin Periods to the Song and

Yuan Dynasties

The title of this display case, Religion Development

from the Jin Periods to the Song and Yuan Dynasties, is actu-

ally one of the subtitles of the main theme of this exhibition

room, Guangzhou of Peace and Prosperity, which narrates

the history of Guangzhou from the Three Kingdoms period

to the Yuan period and is located on the 3rd floor of the

Zhenhai Tower. This display case is centered on religious

development during those periods, illustrating the frequent

contacts between Chinese and foreign merchants and monks

and the cultural interactions. This display case contains a

rich bilingual textual layout, comprising wall panel texts and

label texts. The full texts, extracted from top to bottom and

left to right, are included in Supplementary Materials S2.

The display case is structured into two parts: the wall

panel and the exhibits. In addition to the title of display case,

Religion development from the Jin periods to the Song and

Yuan dynasties, on the wall panel, four segments are aligned

horizontally from left to right in the following order: a rub-

bing of the portrait of Ge Hong, a list of eminent foreign

monks who arrived at Guangzhou via maritime routes during

the Jin and Southern Dynasty, depictions of several Buddhist

temples and pagodas and an introduction to Islamic sites.

Except for the list of foreign monks, which is presented only

in Chinese in a table, the other three segments include both

images and detailed bilingual texts in Chinese and English.

The exhibits in this display case, arranged from left to right,

include: Wood carving statue of a Kongrikishi, Wood carv-

ing statue of a warrior, Iron statue of a Buddha, Gilt copper

statue of a Buddha, White-glazed kendi with lobed rim Ding

ware, and Bluish-white glazed kendi. Each artifact is accom-

panied by a bilingual label in both Chinese and English. The

first four statues represent Buddhist figures while the two

kendi (spouted vessels) were used in Islamic ritual of purifi-

cation and were likely commissioned by Arab merchants in

Guangzhou.

The title of this display case, Religion Development

from the Jin Periods to the Song and Yuan Dynasties is pre-

sented in large, bold Chinese characters at the top center

of the entire panel. Positioned right under the Chinese title

is the literally translated title in English in a smaller font,

aligning with the conventions of museum industry in China.

Below the title are the four segments juxtaposed and distin-

guished by different background designs. Each of the four

segments is independent in content yet highly relevant to the

overall theme of the display case. Therefore, the inter-modal

relationships between the verbal texts and visual elements

need to be analyzed individually.

The first segment, a rubbing of the portrait of Ge Hong,

contains both the rubbing image and textual descriptions,

which elaborate on Ge Hong’s multiple appellations, life

experience, achievements and especially his contributions

as a Daoist. The Chinese text expands upon the portrait by

providing crucial biographical and historical details that the

image alone cannot convey and thus enhances the meaning
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of the portrait. The verbal and visual modes work together

to provide a fuller understanding of the subject. Therefore,

according to Zhang’s (2009) analysis model [23], the modal

relationship between the verbal text and visual elements ex-

hibits a complementary-enhancing-expansion pattern. In

translation, the strategies of omission and addition are em-

ployed. Ge Hong’s birth and death years are omitted, which,

the researcher presumes, is most likely an oversight in trans-

lation. Additionally, two of his works listed in Chinese text

are deleted from translation while a new work Hagiograph-

ics of Divine Transcendents is added in English text. This

modification is likely due to the considerations of spatial

constraints and relevance to Taoism as well as the extent of

the work’s influence. As such, after translation, the over-

all verbal-visual interaction pattern remains the same as the

original one, complementary and enhancing, but the extent

of expansion is somewhat weakened.

The second segment on the wall panel, a list of emi-

nent foreign monks who arrived at Guangzhou via maritime

routes during the Jin and Southern Dynasties, is illustrated

in a Chinese table, consisting of three columns: Dynasties,

Names of eminent monks, and Remarks (key events related

to their arrival and Buddhism activities). This table pro-

vides a chronological summary of foreign monks spreading

Buddhism in Guangzhou at that time in a mono-modal way,

verbal mode only. And no English translation is provided,

which is in accordance with standard practices in Chinese

museums.

Following the table of foreign Buddhist monks is the

third segment, Buddhist temples and pagodas in Guangzhou,

which is presented on an eye-catching circular raised back-

ground panel with both textual descriptions and correspond-

ing images. It is composed of the Flowery Pagoda of the

Six-Banyan Temple, the Yifa Pagoda of the Guangxiao Tem-

ple, the Stele of the Portrait of Bodhidharma, and the Hall

of Five Hundred Arhats in Hualin Temple, each accompa-

nied by historical and architectural information. The Chinese

texts expand on the images by providing historical details,

names, and functions of these Buddhist sites, which are not

evident in the visuals alone. So the inter-modal relation-

ship between the Chinese texts and the visual elements fol-

lows complementary-enhancing-expansion based on Zhang’s

(2009) analysis model for modal relations [23]. On the whole,

literal translation strategy is adopted in translating Chinese

texts in this segment, preserving most historical and factual

details. Though minor omissions and slight restructuring

occur for fluency, the essential modal relation between trans-

lated texts and visual elements remains largely unchanged,

retaining the complementary- enhancing- expansion pattern.

The last segment on the wall panel introduces Islamic

sites in Guangzhou, specifically Huaisheng Mosque and the

Mausoleum of Ancient Islamic Sage, with a combination

of detailed Chinese and English texts along with two histor-

ically significant pictures. The visual elements depict the

architectural features of these sites, reinforcing their histor-

ical and cultural significance. The texts expand upon the

pictures by providing historical context, such as the history

of the introduction of Islam to Guangzhou, the construction

of the mosque, important details about the missionary burial

site, etc. Rich cultural information of this kind is not likely

to be observed from the pictures alone. Therefore, drawing

on the analysis model by Zhang Delu, the inter-modal re-

lationship between the Chinese texts and the visual mode

is complementary-enhancing-expansion. Little information

loss exists in the translation because literal translation strat-

egy is primarily adopted. As such the interaction pattern is

preserved after translation.

Aside from the wall panel texts, this display case also

contains six artifacts: Wood carving statue of a Kongrikishi,

Wood carving statue of a warrior, Iron statue of a Buddha,

Gilt copper statue of a Buddha, White-glazed kendi with

lobed rim Ding ware, and Bluish-white glazed kendi. The

first four are Buddhist statues while the last two are objects

used in Islamic practice. Each artifact is accompanied by a

bilingual label in Chinese and English, providing the name

of the exhibit and a brief description. However, the informa-

tion density varies across the labels. The first three artifacts,

Wood carving statue of a Kongrikishi, Wood carving statue

of a warrior and Iron statue of a Buddha, contain only basic

details, including the exhibit’s name, the dynasty in which it

was made, and the time and location of its excavation. The

corresponding English translations primarily follow a literal

approach, with the only addition being the specific years of

the dynasty. As a result, both the Chinese and English texts

exhibit a complementary-enhancing-expanding relationship

with the visual mode. Regarding the fourth artifact, the situ-

ation is different. The label texts in Chinese include a short

paragraph on the history of the spread of Buddhism in China,
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particularly in Guangzhou aside from the exhibit’s name

and dynasty. This establishes a complementary-enhancing-

expanding relationship between the Chinese text and the

visual mode. However, the English translation omits the

paragraph of the historical account, retaining only the ex-

hibit’s name and dynasty (with the dynasty’s years added),

significantly reducing the information density. According

to Zhang’s (2009) analysis model for modal relations [23],

this omission shifts the relationship between the English

text and the visual mode to complementary- non-enhancing-

coordinating.

The fifth and sixth artifacts, both Islamic objects, also

have bilingual labels. The Chinese label texts for the fifth ar-

tifact, White-glazed kendi with lobed rim Ding ware, encom-

pass the exhibit’s name, the dynasty and one-sentence inter-

pretation text. The exhibit’s name provides details on the kiln

origin, material, glaze type, shape, and vessel type and the

interpretation text provides additional context, mentioning

its ritual use for Islamic hand washing and its customization

for Arab merchants. Therefore, according to Zhang’s (2009)

intricate classification of inter-modal relations [23], Chinese

label texts and the visual mode maintain a complementary-

enhancing-expansion relationship. However, the English

translation only includes the exhibit name and dynasty, again

with the addition of specific years, omitting the functional

description. The exhibit’s name is literally translated into En-

glish. However, for the English word kendi in the exhibit’s

name, common international visitors may not be familiar

with the term or its Islamic associations, as kendi is primarily

recognized as a SoutheastAsian vessel rather than one specif-

ically tied to Islam. What’s worse, the omission of the inter-

pretation text in translation makes the exhibit’s association

with Islam more ambiguous. This omission reduces the infor-

mation density of the English text, making its relation to the

visual mode complementary-non-enhancing-coordinating.

The sixth exhibit, similar in function and naming conven-

tions to the fifth, has a label in both Chinese and English

that includes only the exhibit name and dynasty, without

additional descriptive words. Consequently, the relationship

between both the Chinese and English texts and the visual

mode is complementary-non-enhancing-coordinating.

In summary, the types of inter-modal relations be-

tween verbal and visual modes and the impact of trans-

lation on modal relations are varied in this multimodal

ensemble and have been analyzed individually. Over-

all, the complementary-enhancing-expansion pattern is the

most prevalent, both before and after translation. The

complementary-non-enhancing-coordination pattern is also

present, but it appears more frequently after translation. Due

to the adoption of certain translation strategies, the modal

relations between verbal texts and visual elements may be

preserved, newly created or reduced in effect, compared with

the original Chinese ones.

5. Findings & Discussion

Building on the case-based analysis in the previous sec-

tion, the findings reveal that verbal-visual modal relations in

multimodal museum spaces predominantly follow the com-

plementary pattern, with diverse subcategories. Translation

plays a role in reshaping these relations. The original inter-

modal relations may be preserved, or weakened, or newly

created. Furthermore, a correlation exists between trans-

lation strategies and modal relations, though not in a fully

predictable manner, necessitating detailed analysis. This

section presents key findings on these intermodal interac-

tions and their implications, followed by a discussion on the

factors influencing modal shifts and recommendations for

multimodal museum translation.

5.1. Findings

Based on the exploration of the verbal-visual modal

relationships in the two cases—the introductory wall

panel on A World-renowned City and the display case

on religion development by drawing on Zhang’s (2009)

analysis model for modal relations [23], it is found that

the complementary-enhancing-expansion pattern appears

most frequently while the complementary-non-enhancing-

coordinating and complementary-enhancing-priority-setting

patterns are also observed both before and after translation.

Additionally, due to translation, the inter-modal relationsmay

be preserved; new interaction patterns may emerge while

others may be reduced or disappear at all. In other words,

translation strategies have the potential to reshape modal

relationships.

The first situation is that the inter-modal relations are

basically preserved after translation. The preservation of

modal relations is primarily achieved through literal transla-
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tion and transliteration plus explanation etc. Literal transla-

tion is the most commonly employed translation strategy in

exhibitions, as it maximally preserves the informational con-

tent of the original Chinese text. By maintaining the original

verbal content, it effectively ensures that the inter-semiotic

interaction pattern remains intact, keeping the verbal-visual

interaction pattern unaltered. For example, in above case

of the wall panel A World-renowned City, a complementary-

enhancing-priority-setting interaction pattern remains un-

altered after translation. Transliteration with explanation

is another commonly used translation strategy in museum

translation, primarily applied to culturally specific terms that

lack direct English equivalents. This approach takes into ac-

count the prior knowledge of international visitors, ensuring

accessibility while maintaining the original multimodal inter-

action patterns. Apart from literal translation and translitera-

tion with explanation, the addition of corresponding years in

parentheses to dynasty names in translation is widely adopted

in museum translation practice in China. This strategy helps

preserve the original modal relations by addressing the differ-

ing levels of familiarity with dynastic chronology between

Chinese and international visitors. Dynasty-related informa-

tion may occur in different levels of museum texts, such as

wall texts and label texts. Regardless of the translation of

other parts of museum texts, this specific addition does not

fundamentally alter the original modal relations.

Beyond preserving the original modal relations in trans-

lation, certain translation strategies may lead to the recon-

struction of intermodal interactions, sometimes resulting in

unintended shifts. This new creation of modal relations is

most frequently seen when omission is adopted in trans-

lation due to concerns about spatial constraints. By re-

moving explanatory details from the English version, the

translated texts no longer reinforce or expand upon the vi-

suals, altering the intended multimodal meaning-making

process. This is illustrated by the translation of label texts

of the fourth, fifth and sixth artifacts in the display case:

Religion development from the Jin periods to the Song

and Yuan dynasties, where the verbal-visual interrelations

are shifted from complementary-enhancing-expansion to

complementary-non-enhancing-coordination. Another sit-

uation in which translation reshapes modal relations is the

misplacement of core verbal information during translation,

where the translated text shifts the focus of meaning away

from the original. A notable example can be observed in

the label for the exhibit Bronze Clepsydra (铜壶滴漏 ) in

the exhibition room Hub of the East. Bronze Clepsydra is a

timing instrument used in Yuan Dynasty.

The Chinese name on the exhibit label only indi-

cates its material and shape, while its functional category—

timekeeping device—is conveyed in the explanatory text

along with a classical poem closely related to this function.

However, the exhibit’s name in English is a pure literal trans-

lation, Bronze Clepsydra, while omitting the whole explana-

tory text. As a result, the core meaning of the timekeeping

device is completely lost, leaving non-Chinese visitors with

no clues to infer its function or understand what it is really

for. Thus, translation in this case shifts the verbal-visual

interrelations from complementary-enhancing-expansion to

non-complementary-inclusion-abstract& concrete. Such un-

intended transformations can alter visitors’ understanding

of the exhibit, limiting their ability to grasp its cultural and

functional significance.

Along with the preservation and creation discussed

above, another possible outcome of museum text translation

is the weakening of verbal-visual modal relations, possibly

due to omission, transliteration without annotation or ex-

planation, and redundant transliteration. Omission of some

information is a common practice in museum translation

due to the spatial constraints. In some cases, it may lead to

incomplete information in translation and thus weakening or

reducing the enhancing effect. The first segment, a rubbing

of the portrait of Ge Hong, in the display case, Religion devel-

opment from the Jin periods to the Song and Yuan dynasties,

is a case in point. Transliteration without annotation fails to

convey essential cultural meanings, reducing intermodal con-

nections and weakening the intended interaction. Redundant

transliteration can further hinder comprehension, making

verbal-visual coordination less effective. These strategies, if

not skillfully handled, diminish the multimodal communica-

tive function of museum translations.

Although a certain correlation between translation

strategies and changes in verbal-visual relationships has been

identified, there is no absolute correspondence between the

two. Museum space represents a complicated multimodal

environment and as such, how translation reshapes inter-

modal relations should be examined on a case-by-case basis.

However, one thing remains almost certain: the verbal-visual
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interactions generally fall within the category of ‘complemen-

tary’ rather than ‘non-complementary’ relations, as classified

by Zhang Delu (2009) [23], whether before or after translation,

even though the subcategories may be varied. That is, the

verbal and visual modes coordinate and supplement each

other, jointly constructing the cultural meanings in multi-

modal museum spaces.

5.2. Discussion: Causes of Changes in Verbal-

Visual Relations

Building on the findings, it is shown that translation

plays a crucial role in reshaping verbal-visual interaction

patterns in multimodal museum space, leading to the recon-

struction of inter-modal relations, either preserving, newly

creating or weakening the original modal relations. These

changes stem from spatial constraints, cultural differences,

and the museum industry conventions, all of which collec-

tively influence the selection and application of translation

strategies. The key causes of changes in verbal-visual inter-

relations due to translation can be explained by drawing on

Zhang’s (2009, 2018) synthetic framework for multimodal

discourse analysis (MDA) [23,24], particularly its five analyti-

cal layers—context of culture, semantic meaning, lexis and

grammar, media, and substance.

In alignment with the media and substance layers in

Zhang’s (2009, 2018) [23,24], spatial constraints, as a key fac-

tor influencing museum translation, often necessitate textual

omission or condensation, thereby altering verbal-visual re-

lations. Given that Chinese is more compact than English,

translations must often be shortened to fit the space of the

exhibit labels and panels, potentially disrupting multimodal

meaning-making [17]. As discussed earlier, the Bronze Clepsy-

dra exhibition is a case in point. However, beyond reducing

verbal texts, spatial constraints also shape information priori-

tization in museum narratives [35]. The need for condensation

in museum translation requires curators and translators to

make strategic choices in retaining core details, inevitably

reshaping interpretative frameworks. This often shifts the

burden of meaning-making onto visual elements, which may

reinforce or even alter verbal-visual relations [36]. In some

cases, omitted verbal details are compensated through im-

ages or spatial design, thereby illustrating how museums

function as “contact zones” where multimodal constraints

drive dynamic interactions [37]. Thus, museum translation is

not merely linguistic transfer but a reconfiguration of multi-

modal relations to maintain coherence within the exhibit’s

physical and semiotic space [38].

In addition, as one dimension of the context of cul-

ture in Zhang’s (2018) five-layered analytical framework for

MDA [24], cultural differences shape translation strategies

and impact verbal-visual interactions. Zhang (2018) argues

that culture, as the total meaning potential, determines the

selection of semiotic modes, how they interact, and the rules

governing their operation in specific social contexts [24]. In

museum translation, cultural context influences translation

strategy selection and how different modes collaborate to con-

vey cultural information. Being aware of the lack of direct

equivalents in English for culture-specific expressions in Chi-

nese exhibitions, the limited space available and the greater

spatial demands of English compared to Chinese, transla-

tors must be deliberate and strategic in selecting translation

methods to balance the adequate transmission of cultural

meaning with spatial aesthetics, which subsequently alters

verbal-visual modal interactions. Particularly for interna-

tional visitors with limited cultural background knowledge,

reductions or adjustments in the verbal texts may shift the

way information is accessed, making the visual mode more

dominant in meaning-making and thus affecting the overall

multimodal experience.

Apart from spatial constraints and cultural gaps, the

conventions of museum industry also play a crucial role in de-

termining translation strategies, thereby potentially leading

to the changes in the verbal-visual interaction patterns. Mu-

seum texts, especially label texts, are often informative on the

one hand and concise on the other, due to spatial constraints,

consideration of spatial aesthetics and the limited time visi-

tors spend reading them [17], usually only a few seconds per

label [39]. And thus, in museum industry, it is a common

practice to omit explanatory texts on the labels and some

parts of panel texts in translation. Despite a certain degree of

information loss because of omission in translation, the mul-

timodality, along with the intertextuality in multimodal mu-

seum space, could compensate for the brevity or the loss of

some textual information, thereby mitigating potential inter-

pretive challenges [12,18]. In alignment with the conventions

of the museum industry in mainland China, most bilingual

and multilingual museums only provide English translations

to titles, subtitles, group texts and labels, while most of the in-
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terpretation texts on the labels are not rendered. It is for sure

that the historical and cultural meanings may be lost more

or less, thereby weakening the enhancing effect between

the verbal texts and visual elements, and even leading to a

complete alteration of the inter-modal relations. As shown

in the previous analysis of the exhibit, White-glazed kendi

with lobed rim Ding ware, the omission of the interpretation

text in translation leads to a loss of information about the ex-

hibit’s function, thereby shifting the verbal-visual interaction

patterns from enhancing and expanding to non-enhancing

and coordinating. Such a translation approach and the shift

in modal relations, pose greater challenges for non-Muslim

visitors, as the visual features alone fail to compensate for

the absence of verbal interpretation in the case.

Even with these tricky issues, the City Landmark, City

Story exhibition at Guangzhou Museum succeeds in offering

a magnificent feast for all visitors by skillfully integrating

translation into its multimodal framework and exploiting the

affordances and semantic potentials of different modalities.

With bilingual texts and multimodal presentation, the exhibi-

tion effectively bridges linguistic and cultural gaps, ensuring

accessibility for international visitors. For the embedded

cultural and historical information that cannot be directly

shown by visual elements, texts provide additional informa-

tion. Meanwhile, visual elements in turn make abstract texts

more vivid and easier to perceive. Different media are or-

derly and carefully distributed in time and space, and thus,

the entire exhibition reaches its overall purpose of giving do-

mestic and international visitors a holistic view of the history

and culture of the world-renowned city, Guangzhou.

6. Conclusions

This study draws on Zhang’s (2009, 2018) synthetic

framework for MDA [23,24], particularly the analysis model

for modal relations and the five analytical layers, based on

the case study of the City Landmark City Story exhibition

at Guangzhou Museum. It has explored how the verbal and

visual elements interact before and after translation and how

translation shapes the intermodal relations in multimodal

museum space. The findings indicate that the verbal and vi-

sual modes predominantly follow the complementary pattern

with varied subcategories, among which the complementary-

enhancing-expanding pattern is the most common one. The

verbal-visual interaction patterns may be preserved or newly

created, or weakened in enhancing effect due to translation.

That’s to say, translation strategies have the potential to re-

shape verbal-visual relations. The study further reveals that

the changes in verbal-visual interaction patterns are caused

by spatial constraints, cultural differences, and museum in-

dustry conventions, among others. Accordingly, in museum

translation in multimodal contexts, translators should be well

aware of the interdependence of verbal, visual, and spatial el-

ements and develop a set of flexible, multimodal and context-

sensitive translation strategies to improve the adequacy of

museum translation but also contribute to a more inclusive

and engaging museum experience for both local and interna-

tional visitors. Moreover, collaboration between translators

and curators is necessary to ensure that translation strategies

align with the overall museum narrative [40].

This study presents significant implications for both

multimodal translation studies and museum translation prac-

tice. By drawing on Zhang’s (2009, 2018) Synthetic Frame-

work for Multimodal Discourse Analysis [23,24], this study

reveals how translation influences verbal-visual interactions

and how the interactions inform translation choices. Thus

it moves beyond the traditional linguistically equivalence-

based orientation and offers a fresh multimodal perspective

for museum translation study. Additionally, the innovative

angle of using MDA as an analytical tool and linking inter-

modal interactions to translation problems advances the field

of both Translation Studies and Museum Studies and widens

the range of the application of MDA as well.

From a practical perspective, this study suggests that

museum translation should not be approached in isolation but

rather as an integral part of the multimodal communicative

framework. Translation strategies should be developed with

an awareness of inter-modal relations, ensuring that meaning-

making is not disrupted due to textual omissions or misalign-

ment with visual elements. This demands a flexible use

of compensation techniques, for example, highlighting the

omitted verbal information through visual or spatial elements,

embedding supplementary explanations in multimodal cues,

or employing interactive translation tools to enhance visitor

comprehension. What’s more, the findings suggest a greater

need for a closer collaboration between translators, curators,

and other stakeholders to ensure that translation strategies

align with museum narratives and visitor expectations.
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Despite its contributions, this study has certain limita-

tions. The case-based study, limited in scope, may not fully

represent multimodal translation practices in diversemuseum

contexts. Additionally, this research focuses solely on verbal

and visual modes, leaving other semiotic modes unexplored.

Furthermore, visitors’ reception and comprehension of these

modal shifts remain largely unaddressed. Future research

could expand the scope by comparing multimodal translation

practices across different museum types and various modes,

incorporating empirical visitor studies, and exploring how

emerging technologies, such as bilingual QR codes and in-

teractive digital translation tools, can optimize verbal-visual

integration in museum settings.
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